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Crenshaw: Tying

Yalobusha Review

Paul Crenshaw

Tying
My first daughter weighed six pounds when she was born. She was
healthy, had almost no hair, and cried all the time. My second daughter
wasn’t so lucky and we buried
on a
day in February three days
before my birthday. I didn’t have a birthday that year. I drank vodka all
night and chain-smoked while my wife watched home movies we had made a
few weeks before.
Before first light we drove to the top of Magazine Mountain. At
Cameron’s Bluff,
log rails keep back jumpers, I pulled off the road and
we got out. It was cold on the
Dawn crept up in the east. We
leaned over the rail with our heads together and stared at the trees and rocks
below for so long I lost feeling in my legs. My hands grew numb with the
cold. A fine rain fell, mixed with a
of sleet.
After a time she pulled on
arm and we walked back to the car. I fell
twice on the slick rocks, pulled her down with me once. We lay in the cold
rain, laughing. In the car I turned the heater on. We watched the windows
bead, water turning to ice.
“We’d better go,” she said.
I nodded.
“If this turns to snow...”
“Yeah.”
Driving down the mountain it began to snow.
wet flakes landed on the
windshield and were swept away by the wipers. In fields, cows huddled
under cedar trees or lone oaks. A few cars had already pulled off the road,
snow covering windshields, hazard
blinking. As we drove into town we
passed school buses heading out. Children rushed through yards, hoping for
accumulation, arms out at their sides, faces tilted back, mouths open to catch
flakes. The radio gave a list of school closings and said it was a big storm,
take shelter, have food and water. I snapped off the radio and turned the car
around and drove twenty miles to the liquor store. By the time we made it
back to town, the snow had stopped, the sun came out, and all the children
had gone inside.

I guess my mother explained to my oldest daughter that her baby sister
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wasn’t coming home. We’d spent months readying her for it; she’d grown as
excited as we were. She promised to give up half her toys, help night-feed
and change diapers. She said she’d teach her sister to
and write and play
outside and not run out in the road and
touch the stove
it’s hot.
She’d spend hours carrying her baby doll, say it was
sister. “The
maternal instinct starts early,” I
my wife.
She nodded,
jumped.
“She kicking?” I said.
“Yeah. Right... Here.”
We called my daughter over and placed her hand on my wife’s stomach.
The baby kicked and I
her eyes go wide and for the next three days
she told everyone about her baby sister who had kicked her from inside
Momma’s tummy.
Afterward, she would ask when baby sister was coming home and one of
us would explain that she wasn’t coming home--that she was in a better place
now, beyond all the pain and suffering in this world. We lie when we can.
It’s just words.
My grandmother lost two brothers when she was little. This was in the
thirties, and she had eight siblings that lived. Sometimes she doesn’t
red
“ told nodded
when handed
er sight.
thehot
names
of the two that are gone.
Savannah.
out I say it every morning now, just to remind myself.
We decided on the name on a trip we took, two days driving, to Savannah,
Georgia. Walking the sultry streets in September, my wife just pregnant, we
stopped under an old oak draped with Spanish moss. A few cars passed by
on the street, some bicycles, pedestrians. I said, Know what’d be a
name?”
“Yes,” she said. “I do.”
A few months after the funeral, folding clothes we had kept as hand-medowns that would never be
down, she told me what she wanted to
do. She cried a little
she said it.
I crossed the room and sat cross-legged on the floor beside her and took
both her hands in mine. “Are you sure?”
She looked
the window. In the backyard knee-high grass choked
forgotten toys: a
wagon, deflated soccer ball, a walker we’d saved. She
and two weeks
we drove to the hospital.
On the way to the hospital, dawn an hour away, I fiddled
the radio.
The announcer said
today and tomorrow, a hundred and five, perhaps.
Hot, no rain in
Julie sat knees straight,
pressed into a tight
line. I thought of the way she looked when she
me she was pregnant.
“You sure you want to do this?” I asked, not sure who I was asking.
She nodded, slight dip of the chin, down and back quickly.
“’Cause you don’t have to, you know.”

good
later
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“You going to do it, then?”
I turned the radio down. A semi passed in the other lane, shaking the car.
After a time she said, “One of us has to.”
I opened
mouth, closed
She reached across the console, put a hand
on my knee. “It’s all right.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah.”
I said, “It’s a simple operation,” then laughed before I could think.
She turned
head sharply. She looked out the window, pressed the heel
of her hand to
cheek, hard enough that I could see an imprint, whiteness
coloring red. “What?”
“‘Hills Like White Elephants.’ Hemingway story where this guy is talking
his girlfriend into having an abortion. I just thought of it.”
“Why?”
I don’t know. Maybe it’s not that funny.”
“I guess not.” She paused, then, “This isn’t an abortion.”
I know.”
The landscape was brown and withered, weakened by August, the dog
days under Sirius. I’d heard the day before there’d been no rain in Dallas for
over sixty days. Afternoons, my daughter and I turned on the sprinkler in
the back yard and ran barefooted through the spray, disturbing rainbows.
On the news, they said to conserve water. I mixed my
with coke.
I turned the radio back up. After a few minutes she turned it down. “If
we wanted to later we could adopt.”
“Yeah. We could. If we ever wanted to.”
She turned the radio back up and we hit the city limits and drove through
early morning traffic to the clinic.
In the Boy Scouts they taught us to tie knots. Bowline
you need a
loop, or rescue when tied around the waist.
Bend to tie ropes of
different sizes together. Half-hitch to tie off to a pole, a tree. Slip-knot,
noose, others.
In the waiting room I tied knots, untied them. Watched the
form
loops and coil and then,
I
watched them come
Like
magic.
“Mr. Thomas?”
I looked up at the woman bending over me. I want to say her eyes were
like deep brown pools, but that only happens in romance novels. Her tag
read Alejandra-slight Mexican flavor to
skin. She looked familiar, like an
old girlfriend, a one-nighter. “Yes?”
“Your wife is in recovery. Everything went fine.”
I stood. “You going to take her to me?”
She nodded,
black hair rippling with the movement. She turned and I
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followed. “You weren’t worried, were you?” she said, head tossed back over
her shoulder. One
went
hung there, waiting.
I shrugged. “A little.”
“How long have you been married?”
“Four years.”
“Children?”
Two kids, I
to say. In support groups they tell you to treat the lost
child as a person,
forget, remember. “One,” I said. Girl.”
She nodded. “I have two. Boy and girl. Four and six.” She backed into
the pneumatic door. “Yours?”
“Three.”
We walked down the hall. Her shoes squeaked on the
floor. I passed
a hand across my brow, swiped cool sweat. “Ever wish you didn’t?”
We passed a desk where four nurses drank coffee. Alejandra nodded.
“Have children?” She stopped, looked at me. “Sometimes.”
Along the far wall four gurney-beds were separated by sliding curtains.
Three of them in use, the curtains slid closed to hide the occupants. In the
fourth one a nurse was spooning a young woman ice-chips. Alejandra slid
back a curtain and we stepped inside. My wife lay sleeping, hooked to
machines. Her eyes closed. The monitor beeping. She’s
dying, I
myself. The medication had knocked her out. Her face was pale in the
fluorescent light. Alejandra took a chart and wrote on it. She laid the chart
down on the bed, pulled out a sheaf of papers. “A few rules. No driving,
operating machinery, or drinking alcohol for twenty-four hours.”
“Me, or her?”
She pressed her lips, deciding to smile or not. After a moment she did.
“Her.”
Under the covers, my wife’s leg moved a bit. After the funeral she’d stayed
in bed, blankets pulled over her head. I’d stumble in at dawn, the room
gray, everything gray,
back the covers. She’d bat her eyes, squint up at
me. “Just checking,” I’d say.
“Now,” the nurse said. “The doctor gave you a prescription for pain, and
if there’s any excessive bleeding, call the office.”
“Will there be?”
She consulted the chart. There had been bleeding before. “Probably. It’s
normal.”
“Normal? What’s normal?”
“Not more than her normal period.”
“Oh.”
“I’ve got to check on another patient,” she said. She
at my wife.
“She’ll be better soon.” She slid the curtain open and closed it behind her
and was gone.
My wife woke some time later. She blinked up at me. I nodded and held
her hand. She said she hurt inside. I said I
she did.
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When the nurse came back my wife was dressed. The nurse gave me the
prescription and went over the precautions again and then wheeled
wife
downstairs. Outside, we blinked against the sunlight. I walked out in the
parking lot, surprised at how
it was. A simple operation, the doctor had
said. Quick and easy. No complications, no worries. Worries are what we all
deal with, I’d said. He laughed. I guess he’d forgotten the delivery. He
didn’t go to the funeral. He had never had to usher a living daughter away
from a dead one. He’d probably never thought of surgery to prevent the pain
of having another child.
This isn’t an abortion, she’d said.
I pulled the car around front and helped my wife in. I drove slowly out of
the parking lot, watching her wince when the car went over speed-bumps.
She held a hand over her stomach, her groin.
“You OK?”
She shook her head just a little, bare movement. "They give you
painkillers?”
“A few.”
“Give me one.”
“Will they work?”
“I doubt it. Give me one anyway.”
At the stoplight I opened the packet, knees on the steering wheel, mid
town traffic. I watched her dry-swallow, her throat bobbing
the
movement. I thought of the smile on her face that day I came home, found
her in bed, candles all over the
her finger beckoning me. She threw
back the covers and pulled me to her. “I’ve got a secret,” she said as I
entered her, and then she laughed.
In tough August, heat rising from black asphalt, the air-conditioner
blowing
and sweat running salty down our faces, I knew I’d never see
her like that again. I watched her swallow the pain. The light
and I
put the car in gear. Together we drove home.
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